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THE NUDE – A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE


Introduction


The nude within the context of western art and in particular within the tradition of European painting is now an accepted genre in its own right. Today, we are used to seeing images of the nude in painting from many different contexts and sources; from the art of the Ancient World to classical mythology, from biblical and historical painting to the nude becoming a subject of its own during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This continues to the present day as we see paintings of the figure, both clothed and unclothed within contemporary portraiture, images that examine human relationships, personality and psychology.
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Drawing from a ‘fresco of lovers drinking,’ from Herculaneum.





As we begin our study of the nude in painting we will first look at how the portrayal of the nude has evolved throughout history. When did we begin to make representations of ourselves and for what purpose?


In this chapter we will look at how painting the figure has developed through the centuries, from the earliest images to contemporary art. In doing so we will examine how different cultures have influenced the ways in which the nude is represented today.


Although notable sculptural examples will be discussed with their relevance and influence on the representation of the nude in painting, this chapter will primarily focus on the history of the nude in painting and other two-dimensional art forms such as wall painting, fresco and vases where a two-dimensional image is painted onto a three-dimensional surface.


This chapter is in no way intended to be a complete historical survey that includes every period, ‘ism’ and artist as we progress through the centuries. Some artists and schools have been omitted while others will be discussed in depth. The history of the nude is immense and is particularly rich with images from the early Renaissance onwards so the examples that have been selected have been intentionally limited. Many of the examples will be recognized as some of the greatest masterpieces we have of ‘the nude’, whereas others selected will be less known or more unusual within this genre.


The earliest figurative art


When were the earliest works of art created and why were these artworks made?


The first evidence we see of these early works of art is during the Stone Age or Palaeolithic Period. The oldest figurative art first appeared in Europe towards the end of the last Ice Age. The art from this time is sculptural and small in scale. These sculptures of humans and animals are beautiful objects and in many cases are perfectly scaled-down images of the observed. A huge variety of figurative and patterned art has been found from this period. These artworks demonstrate how skilful and practised these early artists were in their craft and in showing the arrival of a complex and modern brain.


Huge swaths of Northern Europe at this time were frozen and desolate; this was isolated and dangerous territory. It was in these conditions that our early ancestors lived and began to create.


It was around 35,000 years ago that the many small carvings that we know today were produced. These ancient pieces were already showing an incredible level of artistry and refinement. The first examples of figurative painting are found on the walls of caves dating from c. 15,000–10,000BC; these show incredibly detailed representations of animals and humans.


The earliest sculptures to have been found in Europe include about 160 small-scale figurines, made of mammoth ivory and limestone. Some fine examples were discovered in the Vogelherd cave in south-west Germany. These objects show a stunning level of accomplishment, being inspirational to the centuries of artists that followed. A small sculpture of a horse found in the Vogelherd cave, made from ivory in c. 28,000BC, is an incredibly graceful piece – with its harmonious curves and flowing lines it has been beautifully observed from nature. Could a modern-day sculptor accomplish a piece of similar beauty?


Of all these Prehistoric discoveries it is the small Venus of Willendorf (c. 25,000–20,000BC) that is one of the best-known pieces. She now resides in the Museum of Natural History in Vienna and is made of stone and is less than 11cm in length. This is a particularly fine example of an early nude. These figurines have initiated many theories of ancient rituals and magical properties, figures being used as symbols of fertility, for example. These small-scale hand-held treasures have been discovered in many sites across Europe, the majority of which are in Spain and south-western France.


We don’t know why these artworks were made and they seemed to serve no utilitarian function or purpose. Were the drawings and sculpture made purely in terms of ‘Art’, demonstrating the human impulse to create? Were they symbols of wealth, or used to show the people’s deep spiritual relationship with animals and the environment?


When looking at these wonderful pieces what is evident is the artists’ tremendous observational skills and that the artist was able to make formal artistic judgements, understanding beauty, craftsmanship and skill, using limited tools both made and found. Exquisite pieces were made that clearly show an understanding of perspective, weight and scale. In many pieces the movement of the animals and figures is clear and how light is used to describe the subtleties of form and volume.


It was the 2013 exhibition ‘Ice Age Art’ at the British Museum, London, that enabled me to begin to understand the art of so long ago and to put this into context with work that was made during the following millennia and up to the present day.
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Female figurines from the Ice Age.





Of this huge variety of figurative and patterned art over this period, beginning 40,000 years ago, these ancient artists demonstrated enormous artistry and craftsmanship and were highly skilled in understanding the structure of the materials being worked. All the works from this time are small-scale, designed to be hand-held, touched and be passed from person to person.


The female figure


The female body is one of the most frequent subjects found in the sculpture of the Ice Age. All ages of women are represented from the youthful figure displaying her fertility and many that show the various stages of pregnancy or of giving birth. Although the focus seems to be on the reproductive body, there are many images of older women, past childbearing years. These small figures are naked, apart from jewellery adornments, and are made from a variety of materials including mammoth ivory tusks, antler, stone and ceramic and these have been found across Europe from France to Eastern Siberia.


A ceramic figure of a mature obese woman, which was found in Doln Vestowice, Moravia, Czech Republic, is the oldest surviving example of ceramic sculpture in the world dating from 31,000–27,000 years ago. Although her form has been greatly simplified it clearly shows that it has been based from observation. The figure is in a standing pose, and is a celebration of curves, from her large pendulous breasts, enlarged hips, abdomen and buttocks. Even the fatty folds on her back and lower abdomen have been observed and shown.


Looking at these figurines with our modern eyes it is possible to see how they have influenced many artists of the twentieth century in the way that various aspects of the figure have been exaggerated or simplified. Artists including Picasso, Matisse and Moore began to represent the figure in such a way; simplifying the form, pulling apart the main structures of the body only to re-assemble it.


Often the figure has been simplified to the extent of showing the breasts and sexual triangle; when seen in profile the curve of the spine is accentuated with the exaggeration of the shapes of the breasts and buttocks.


The figure shown here was made from mammoth ivory c. 23,000 years ago and has been simplified to its most basic geometry and then pieced back together. Picasso had three copies of this small female figure in his studio.
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Studies of Ice Age figurine, three views – a copy of this figure was found in Picasso’s studio.





Painting and the Ice Age


Whereas sculpture dates to approximately 35,000BC, the development of two-dimensional images began around 20,000 years later.


The climate began to warm at around this time, following an intensely cold period known as the Glacial Maximum and this was to coincide with a resurgence of artistic creativity. With it came a distinctive figurative art that emerged from this time as a ‘Renaissance’.


Early drawing took the form of delicate carvings, lines etched into a flat prepared surface of bone or tusk. These earliest drawings etched in mammoth tusk, antler, bone and (later) on stone are remarkable in their execution. Lines are delicately incised into the surface of the bone, they are exquisitely delicate and fine, both beautiful and exact in their observation while retaining a fluency and fluidity of line we see in the drawings of Picasso and Matisse. Seeing these pieces in the flesh, we can only marvel at their beauty. The passing of the years only adds to their qualities, for example the discolouration of the bone or antler, and the chips and cracks that the piece has endured before rediscovery.


Animals etched in bone show lions caught in motion and gazelles running; any sense of movement is caught quite beautifully. The quality of the carving, craftsmanship and naturalism is astounding! What is so striking when looking at these images is how finely observed these incredibly early pieces are. Subtle cross-hatching is used to delicately describe form and volume.


The Worshipper is one of the earliest two-dimensional images of a figure, dating from about 42,000–40,000 years ago and found in Geissenklösterle Cave, Baden-Württemberg, Germany. This tiny tablet of mammoth ivory shows a small image in low relief of a figure with their arms raised, shown in the act of singing, dancing, or praying?


The earliest paintings are images of man and beast on the walls found deep inside the caves of south-western France and Spain at Lascaux, Niaux and Altamira. These powerful and illusionistic paintings show how the shape and contour of the walls were used to create a strikingly realistic appearance, and how understanding of this three-dimensional effect could be used in painting.


Materials used during the Ice Age


The pigments used in the wall paintings are all natural earth colours, such as red ochre. Reds and yellows are iron oxides and these could be either made lighter or darker by mixing or by heating them. Red ochre when powdered can be mixed with water and then applied to the wall as paint.


Small pebbles were shaped and trimmed and used as ‘crayons’. Black was produced from charcoal and lumps of manganese dioxide.


As the Ice Age ended, the rituals and artistic practices adapted to such conditions began to fade, as new developments began to evolve.


The nude in Ancient Egypt


Egyptian wall painting


There are many sculptural representations to be found of the male and female nude in the art of Ancient Egypt. From early dynastic figurines, sculptures and reliefs carved on tomb walls, sarcophagi, palettes and temples, the numbers of three-dimensional and carved examples of the figure are vast.


In 1933 caves were discovered in the Egyptian desert near the Libyan border which contain an incredible number of painted figures. These wall paintings in Wadi Sura are known as the ‘Cave of Beasts’ in which there are literally thousands of figures painted on the walls of the rock shelter. Another painted cave, which was featured in the 1996 film The English Patient, is also exceedingly rich in its imagery. This ‘Cave of Swimmers’ is so called due to the unusual recumbent position of many of the figures – they look as though they are ‘swimming’ in the desert.


The wall paintings in the Tomb-Chapel of Nebamun


The tomb-chapel of the ancient nobleman Nebamun was discovered in Thebes in 1820 and contains within its scenes some exquisite paintings of the nude figure. Nebamun was a wealthy Egyptian official who worked as a scribe and grain accountant in the granary of divine offerings and was based in the Temple of Amun in the huge complex of Karnak.


The wall paintings consist of eleven large fragments that are now contained and beautifully displayed in the British Museum, London. It documents the daily life and rituals of Nebamun, his family and guests. The paintings show scenes of banquets, making offerings, hunting and farming. These are magnificent examples which beautifully demonstrate how well observed and exquisitely detailed these works are; the drawing is exceptional and composition is perfectly balanced.


One of the many scenes on the tomb walls is one showing groups of musicians and young dancers entertaining the company. In Egyptian art the nude figure is used to depict those of a lower status including such dancers and musicians. Fishermen, prisoners, servants and children would also be shown nude. Here the young female dancers are naked apart from their jewellery. A narrow band is slung low around the hips, arms are adorned with bracelets, and over the shoulders and around the neck is a heavy necklace.
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Drawing of dancing girls from Nebamun’s tomb chapel, British Museum.





The dancers are fluidly drawn and are beautifully lyrical in their execution. The rhythmic lines and the dynamic negative shapes around their arms and legs give a wonderful sense of movement. Young nude girls appear elsewhere in the company who appear to be serving the seated and elegantly dressed guests. Again they wear the same jewellery as the dancers. They hold out bowls of perfume and lengths of linen. Even the clothed figures of the seated guests are dressed with the light fabric elegantly falling in folds, which sensually describes the contours of the body.


In another scene, further along the wall Nebamun is depicted alongside his wife Hatshepsut; his pose is powerful as he stands with his legs wide apart. It is in the space between his legs that his young daughter is seen in a seated pose. She is the only figure in this composition seen nude and like the dancers she is adorned with jewellery.
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Drawing of servant girl from Nebamun’s tomb chapel, British Museum.





Roman mummy portraits


During the first three centuries ad a number of remarkable portraits were made of men, women and children living in Roman Egypt. Although these are portraits rather than images of the nude figure they are exceptional in their naturalism and in many cases the sense of observation and truth to nature. These two-thousand-year-old portraits painted in encaustic and tempera have been discovered throughout Egypt but the two main sites were in the Fayum region at Hawara and Er-Rubayat. Despite their age these haunting portraits are incredibly modern in their execution and it is as if we are looking at the faces of today.


The nude of antiquity


The art of Ancient Greece


The artists of Ancient Greece have given us some of the most visually stunning representations of the male and female nude that we have. The discovery of sculpture from antiquity was to inspire the re-birth of the heroic nude and had a profound influence on the artists of the Italian Renaissance. One such marble figure is the Belvedere Torso which was named after the court in the Vatican in which it used to be displayed. The sculpture still resides in the Vatican Museums and its influence can be seen in the strong muscular torsos of Michelangelo in particular.


This powerful marble torso is thought to be from the Hellenistic period of Greek sculpture and it is signed by the Greek sculptor ‘Apollonius, Son of Nestor, Athenian’. The date of the sculpture’s discovery is uncertain but it was well known in Rome by 1500.


The Apollo Belvedere, also in the Vatican Museums, is another inspirational marble statue of the Greek god Apollo which was discovered during the later part of the fifteenth century. This statue has long been regarded as the absolute standard for male beauty – such is its perfection. The original figure was a bronze from the Classical or Hellenistic period and the marble we see today is a Roman copy.


One of the greatest works of antiquity that has inspired generations of artists is the marble Laocoön and his Sons (also in the Vatican Museums). Whether this sculpture is a Hellenistic original or another Roman copy has been long disputed but upon its rediscovery in Rome in 1506 it created an overwhelming reaction. Michelangelo is said to have gone to study it immediately. The complexity and drama of the piece, in which Laocoön, priest of Troy, and his two sons are being crushed to death by snakes was to greatly influence the Mannerist and Baroque periods.


The Early Archaic period of Greek sculpture shows the beautifully linear influence of Ancient Egypt; the same type of standing poses are echoed through the ideal bodies of young males who are shown nude.


There is little remaining evidence of wall painting from Ancient Greece, but what we do have are Roman copies. Examples of such were found in the villas of Pompeii and Herculaneum and show us how the wall paintings from Ancient Greece would have looked.
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Study of a Roman copy of a Greek marble torso, Copenhagen Museum.





In museums around the world we can see images of thousands of figures, depicted both nude and clothed on the surface of elaborate vases, jars and plates dating from 520 to 300BC from Ancient Greece. These curved and flat surfaces provide the stage for Gods, Goddesses, athletes, heroes and muses alike, caught in scenes of action or in moments of calm.
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Study of a kouros, from Ancient Greece, British Museum.





The painted surface of these pots almost appears as a theatrical ‘stage-set’, a frieze-like narrative showing groups of figures seen as if carved in bas-relief. Male figures are represented nude, or nearly nude, while women are depicted clothed and elegantly draped.


The vases fall into two groups: black-figured vases and red-figured. The painting process is simply reversed but the resulting images are strikingly different. In both instances the red earth colour of the clay is allowed to show through but used to very different effect.


On the black-figured pieces the background areas that surround the figures remain natural earthenware colour; it is the negative spaces that remain uncovered. A black glaze is painted onto the surface, completely filling the figures’ shape. The entire figure appears rather flat with little form until very delicate lines are added. Very fine lines of red can be seen within the figures, describing details and shapes, these are created by carefully incising a line through the black paint uncovering the clay and giving a glimpse of its true colour. Details such as eyes, beards, drapes and linear suggestions of the edge of a muscle are delineated in this way. These lines are very finely executed, the most delicate of suggestions against the solid dark of the figure. The figures appear to be silhouetted against the rich red of the clay.




[image: image]


Back view of a kouros, British Museum.





On red-figured vases and ceramics it is the red-black relationship that is swapped around. It is the terracotta colour of the clay which now shows within the figures, while the background surface has been covered in black. This black has a subtle sheen to its surface when compared to the flat tone of the terracotta. Details on the figures are picked out with very finely applied black lines that pick out facial features, facial hair, anatomical details and muscles, suggestion of drapes, swords and shields and so on. These delicately brushed lines are incredibly fine.


Greek vases greatly vary in shape and scale. Amongst the smallest are miniature amphorae measuring around 3–4 inches in height, while much larger urns and vases measure over a metre or more. Many of the surviving vases were made in Athens during a very productive period between 520BC and 400BC.


Painting in Ancient Rome: Pompeii and Herculaneum


The wall paintings that have been preserved from the ancient Roman cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum are wonderful examples of the frescos that decorated and adorned both private houses and public buildings alike. Roman frescos depicted scenes of everyday life, and today they allow us to see what daily life would have been like. The walls of baths and temples, shops and brothels were painted with frescos.


Fresco is an Italian term meaning ‘fresh’. It is a technique in which pigments after being mixed with water are added to wet plaster that has just been applied, hence the term fresh. As the plaster dries the pigment becomes part of the wall and any image becomes a permanent feature. This method of wall painting was common in Ancient Greece and Rome but it was also widely used in India and China. The stunning fresco cycle of the Italian painter Giotto di Bondone (c. 1267–1337) in the Arena Chapel Padua is one of the earliest examples of fresco painting in the Western tradition and was to inspire many of the great frescos of the Renaissance.


Within a Roman house fresco decorations would often show images of a more intimate nature, showing scenes of lovers and a considerable amount of nakedness!! Images within the bedroom or cubiculum were intentionally erotic, often showing couples making love.


In the Fresco of Lovers Drinking (AD50–79) from Herculaneum, two lovers can be seen enjoying a quiet drink. The male and female figures are semi-clad, with their tunics loosely draped over their hips and thighs. A third figure is present within the scene, a servant perhaps. It was not unknown for the servant to also join in and take part!
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Drawing from a Fresco of Lovers Drinking, from Herculaneum.





Romans were relaxed and generally comfortable with such scenes, often explicitly sexual in nature, decorating their homes. To our eyes today these images can seem to be overtly sexualized but to an Ancient Roman these scenes would be conveyed as symbols of fertility and were at times rather humorous in their execution. As well as using fresco to decorate walls, the human body and scenes of human intimacy were also used to decorate objects, such as lamps and candlesticks.
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Drawing from a Fresco of a Couple Making Love, Pompeii.





The beautiful Fresco of a Young Woman from Villa Ariadne, Stabiae (AD55–79) shows the single figure of a young woman who is seated on an ornate stool; she holds a mirror in her hand while she is fashioning her hair. She is shown almost completely nude, and her remaining clothes are loosely draped around her hips.




[image: image]


Drawing from Fresco of a Young Woman, from Villa Ariadne, Stabiae.





On close inspection it is possible to see how paint has been laid down over the plaster surface as small linear strokes describe the contours of her arm, abdomen, breast and neck. Longer linear strokes describe the direction and folds of the drapery gathered below her waist.


Fresco of a Woman, also from the Villa of Ariadne, Stabiae (30BC–AD50) is an incredibly delicate and beautiful painting. Here we see ‘Flora’, the goddess of fertility and abundance and in this image she is portrayed as the embodiment of spring. The painting is one of four images that would have decorated a Roman bedroom.
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Drawing from Fresco of a Woman, from Villa Ariadne, Stabiae.





We see the figure of Flora from the back placed against a pale, delicate shade of green. She appears to be walking away from us, with her head turned away and angled downwards. Although this is not a painting of a nude figure, her yellow tunic suggests the contour and shape of her form along with a white mantle which flows around her.


This is a simple composition; its clarity and simplicity make it Stabiae. all the more beautiful. The figure is placed centrally within the space and although the piece is small in scale there is still a lot of space surrounding the figure. She looks strikingly modern in her conception to today’s eyes.


The Garden Room


The beautiful frescoed walls of the garden room belonged within a single room in a family home which was known as the House of the Golden Bracelet in Pompeii and was discovered in 1979.




[image: image]


Drawing of a reclining figure from the Garden Room, Pompeii.





These frescos are not on permanent display in a museum but they travel the world where they are exhibited regularly, including the British Museum exhibition Life and Death in Pompeii and Herculaneum (2013). Amongst the flora of the frescos of the garden room we see pendants that contain small heads or herms. High up on the walls, above the trellis-work, are two fine elegant pilasters and on each we can see two herms, female on the left and male on the right.


The frescos adorning the walls of the garden room are exquisitely detailed and show us a diverse array of fauna and flora. Each part of the wall is covered with images of the plants, flowers and birds found in a Roman garden.


On each of the left and right walls as you enter the garden room there are two small rectangular panels, each of which contains a reclining semi-nude female figure. In the left image on the left-hand wall, a woman is half reclining against a small pilaster, her head turned towards the right. In the right panel the female figure lies fully reclining and her head, which is tilted upwards, is wreathed in garlands.


The upper body of the reclining female figure in the left-hand panel is nude and her garments are gathered around her lower half. We see how her pale translucent skin shines out when seen against the dark green tunic underneath her. The female figure’s legs are covered; the folds and creases of the fabric describe the contours of her legs while her red hair further accentuates her pale skin.


The reclining figure in the right panel leans back on her elbow and her head is adorned with a floral arrangement. Her abdomen and breasts are also uncovered; her skin, which is very pale, is painted in white and a cool green. Again her legs are covered with a drape, this time pale lilac in colour. This fabric runs along both sides of her hips and upper torso, its colour accentuating the cool tones of her skin as it outlines her contour.


On the opposite wall a third figure is shown reclining and is represented as if she is lying in a hammock of some type. Here the figure is nude and we see her hips and thigh. Her lower knee is held within an orange drape that echoes the colour of her hair. She leans on one arm, which creates a diagonal through her form and the drape on which she reclines follows that of her reclining position.


The northern Renaissance and the nude


There are few examples of the nude in painting between the turn of the millennium and the beginnings of the Renaissance. In the Gothic art of twelfth-century France emphasis was placed on imagery of the Virgin Mary and Christ child. Christian iconography dominated the art of the centuries that followed and the only suggestion of the nude and figures that were modestly draped were seen in religious scenes such as the Infant Christ, Baptism of Christ, the Crucifixion and the Pietà.


Painting to the North of Italy flourished during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This period of painting in Flanders, Northern France and Germany has become known as Early Netherlandish painting or the Northern Renaissance, a period which straddled both the Italian Early and High Renaissance. Imagery of the nude became more frequent and was often used in religious scenes such as the Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian and those which depict sinners, such as in the Expulsion from the Garden of Eden and the condemned in the Last Judgement.


Rogier van der Weyden (c. 1399–1464)


One of the most remarkable paintings of the Last Judgement is Rogier van der Weyden’s Last Judgement which is also known as the Beaune Polyptych. This large nine-panel polyptych (oil on panel, 1443–51) is now housed in the Musée de l’Hotel-Dieu, Beaune in Eastern France. It was commissioned by Nicolas Rolin, who was the powerful chancellor to the Duke of Burgundy, for the Hospices de Beaune, a hospital for the poor founded in 1443 by Rolin.


The figures of Christ and the Archangel Michael are placed in the central and largest panel of the polyptych. The Archangel Michael holds a weighing scale and as the dead rise from their graves their souls are weighed. The dead are placed within the lower section of the polyptych. The figures on both sides are depicted nude, the forgiven and the damned. Each figure has been painted with a heightened sense of realism and with great attention to detail.


On the two outer panels are Heaven and Hell. The righteous make their way to the gates of Heaven, kneeling with their arms raised and hands clasped in thankfulness whereas the damned, who are positioned on the right side, make their way down to Hell. A desperate tangle of figures falls downwards, with their angular and contorted poses emphasizing their despair.


Two drawings from the right-hand section of the painting show two of the female figures seen in isolation. The first is bent over, seemingly falling. With her lower hand she tries to save herself while her raised hand pushes against the back of the man in front who has already begun his fall into the abyss. His expression is one of terror. The diagonal of the woman’s widely out-stretched arms make a cross with the angle of her back. To complete this tension, a hand rises up and pulls her hair downwards so there is no way of escape. The second female figure has already begun her fall and with her arms flailing behind her all hope is lost as she screams.
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Study of a female figure from the Last Judgement after Rogier van der Weyden.
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Study of a female figure from the Last Judgement after Rogier van der Weyden.





Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472–1553)


The nude does not feature in Northern European painting in the heroic manner that it does in Italian art. The German painter Lucas Cranach the Elder produced some of the most unique images of the female nude at this time.


Cranach’s painting The Close of the Silver Age (1527–30) painted in oil on oak panel is an unusual subject matter for this small yet complex composition that shows a crowded scene containing naked men, women and children. In the background two men are beating other men violently and whilst one woman looks on in apparent concern the other women and children don’t appear to be too worried by this act of violence. This subject is drawn from classical accounts telling of the age before civilization and from other popular representations of such ‘primitive’ people.
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